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THE PROBLEM of maintaining efficient college library book collections re-
quires consideration of the effects of 
obsolescence and planning for the segre-
gation or withdrawal of obsolete mate-
rials. Heretofore obsolescence has been 
considered principally with reference to 
individual and specific titles rather than 
to groups of books, but no general plan-
ning can be done except on a quantitative 
basis. For evaluation of libraries by ac-
crediting agencies, it is important to have 
a fairly simple and precise basis for com-
parison of libraries and lists of books with 
regard to obsolescence or the presence 
of obsolete material. By quantitative 
analysis, primarily of three lists of recom-
mended books and secondarily by analysis 
of library collections, the writer believes 
that he has presented a clearer picture of 
obsolescence than has previously been 
available. Tentative conclusions in the 
form of comparative rates of obsolescence 
for various groups of material are re-
ported as suggestive for further study. 
Several years ago the writer called 
attention to the fact that Shaw and Mohr-
hardt showed marked preference for 
newer books in their lists of books for 
college libraries.1 He pointed out that 
this preference fell into a rough pattern 
of distribution which was essentially the 
same in each of the lists and suggested 
several questions as to the nature and 
significance of these curves of distribu-
tion. He now presents a progress report 
of his efforts to answer some of these 
questions. 
The fundamental assumption in this 
study is that the compilers of the three 
select lists consciously or unconsciously 
followed certain principles of choice 
which are significant without reference 
to the particular titles chosen and that 
these principles may be discovered and 
studied by a form of documentary analy-
sis of the lists. The principle of imme-
diate interest is that of preference for the 
newer or more recent titles. "Newer" 
and "more recent" are of course relative 
terms referring in each case to the par-
ticular time the list was compiled. Con-
versely, this is the principle of obsolescence 
—that older books in general have less 
value for use in the college library. 
Statistical Bibliography 
T h e second assumption is that mere 
masses of books (or titles) may be 
1 "Books for College Libraries." Library Journal 
65:531-32, June 15, 1940. 
"Values and Dangers of Standard Book and Peri-
odical Lists for College Libraries." College and Re-
search Libraries 2:216-20, June I941-
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analyzed for certain characteristics with-
out reference to their individual titles. 
Statistical bibliography is a relatively 
new or uncultivated field. But the astro-
nomical proportions to which some of our 
libraries, their catalogs, and bibliographies 
in general are growing must force li-
brarians to consider collections of books 
as populations. A typical example of 
what can be done is the study of "certain 
biological properties" of literature by 
Wilson and Fred.2 
This assumption demands that individ-
ual titles, especially the exceptional (and 
therefore more noteworthy) ones, be 
forgot; that attention be to the group 
as a whole—its averages and general 
trends. The larger the groups, the 
greater the play of many factors and the 
more reliable the conclusion. Life in-
surance mortality tables are not primarily 
based on infant deaths or the longevity 
of octogenarians but on these and all 
others of the population. A study of book 
obsolescence or mortality will not depend 
primarily upon ephemera or classics but 
upon all kinds of books. T h e very multi-
plicity of causes of death seems to lend 
stability to the human mortality rate. 
The causes of book mortality or obso-
lescence are many, varying from pure fad 
through extension ef scientific knowledge, 
technological changes, to fundamental 
changes in our civilization. The object 
of the present study has been, not to dis-
cover or classify these causes, but to 
analyze their total effect. Deterioration 
or destruction of books is not true obso-
lescence, and no consideration has been 
given to the physical properties or condi-
tions of books. 
2 Wilson, P. W „ and Fred, E. B. "The Growth 
Curve of a Scientific Literature; Nitrogen Fixation by 
Plants." Scientific Monthly 41:240-50, September 
I93S-
Distribution of Imprint Dates 
The fundamental data of the study 
were the dates of publication of titles 
included in the three lists. The signifi-
cant features of the distribution curves3 
were: ( i ) There is a rapid rise in num-
ber of titles per year, going backward 
for the first few years preceding the date 
of issue of each respective list; (2) The 
maximum number of titles per year oc-
curs within three years preceding the 
publication of each list; (3) After this 
maximum is reached, the number of im-
prints per year drops rapidly at first and 
then more slowly, approaching the base 
line of zero asymptotically in the early 
years. The initial rise may be ascribed 
to lag in selection of books. This lag is 
due to delay in appearance of reviews 
and acceptance by scholars. The drop, 
rapid at first but slower as the age of 
remaining titles increases, is expressive 
of a preference for newer books over old 
or rejection of older titles for the newer, 
because the older ones have become obso-
lete. 
This pattern is repeated independently 
for each of the three lists. The latter 
part does not show in the Shaw supple-
ment for 1931-38, because, as a sup-
plement, titles over nine years old were 
automatically excluded. The pattern is 
not markedly affected by the rate of book 
production as derived from annual tables 
in the Publishers' Weekly.4 It is a func-
tion of the age of the titles at the time 
each list was compiled rather than of 
any other observed variables. 
From the fall in the curves it is im-
mediately evident that the older a title 
is at a given time of selection, the less 
3 Illustrated in College and Research Libraries 
2:218, June 1941. 
4 " U . S. Book Production, 1920-1939." Publishers' 
Weekly 139:232, Jan. 18, 1941. 
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are its chances of being selected or of 
surviving the selective process. In gen-
eral, each preceding year back from the 
date of selection is represented by fewer 
titles. That is, if in a given subject 
group there are one hundred titles 23 
years old and ninety titles 24 years old, 
the rate of obsolescence between age 23 
and 24 is 10 per cent. 
If a similar select list were to be pre-
pared one year later, the group of one 
hundred would have become one year 
older (from 23 to 24) and, suffering 
the same rate of obsolescence, be reduced 
to ninety. And if the rate from age 24 
to 25 were approximately the same, the 
group of ninety would drop to approxi-
mately eighty-one. And similarly, the 
drop from eighty-one would be to sev-
enty-three. Conceivably the process con-
tinues indefinitely, with the older groups 
becoming practically zero. 
Several curves were considered for fit-
ting to the data, including the normal 
curve, the logarithmic normal curve, 
Pearson's types I, III, and I X , and oth-
ers. But a satisfactory fit was not se-
cured and logic indicated that the 
opposing forces of lag and obsolescence 
should be isolated. By dropping data 
for the rising portion of the curve for 
the first few years and limiting consid-
eration to the rate of decline after the 
early maximum was reached, the effect of 
lag was substantially eliminated. 
T h e curves thus remaining are pre-
sented in Diagram 1. Data for the Shaw 
and Mohrhardt lists have been grouped 
in five-year periods for simplicity, but 
this could not be done for the Shaw sup-
plement. A similar curve for book cir-
culation at Hamilton College Library is 
included and will be described later. 
These curves, plotted on a logarithmic 
scale, or the data, plotted in logarithms, 
tend to form a straight line. Pearson's 
criteria of moments indicate his Type X , 
the exponential curve. Thus the curve 
of organic decay appears as the expres-
sion of obsolescence: 
y = y0bx 
where (y) is the number of titles, (y0) 
the number of titles at the maximum or 
initial point, with lag eliminated, and 
(x) is time elapsed. When 
6) — 1 b 
(fc>) omega, becomes the annual rate of 
decrease in the curve, or the rate of ob-
solescence. Per cent of decrease is ex-
pressed by (iooto). 
This rate is almost the exact opposite 
of the rate of compound interest. It 
indicates the rate at which the principal 
or capital is decreased instead of in-
creased. 
By shifting the equation to logarithmic 
form: 
log y = log yc + x log b 
an equation of the type: 
Y = A + B X 
the curve takes the form of a straight 
line. By the short method of least squares 
this is easily fitted to the data in loga-
rithmic form. For simple graphic analy-
sis and illustration, the data of imprint 
dates may be plotted directly on semi-
logarithmic grids, as already indicated. 
For easy computation and quick graphic 
checking, the data of imprint dates may 
be grouped into five-year periods and 
immediately transferred into logarithms. 
Plotting of logarithms is illustrated for 
four subject sections in Diagram 2. 
Rates of Obsolescence 
By means of the formulae and methods 
outlined above, the rates of obsolescence 
have been computed for nineteen subject 
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groups in the select lists; they are pre-
sented in Table I. T h e number of 
groups has been reduced to nineteen for 
two reasons. First, Shaw and Mohr-
hardt did not use exactly the same clas-
sifications, e.g., "Romance Languages" as 
tion of the list the number of titles 
chosen was 8.1 per cent smaller than for 
the preceding year. T h a t is, if there 
were 500 titles ten years old, there were 
some 8.1 per cent fewer, or approximately 
460 in the eleven-year-old group; and 
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I M P R I N T D A T E S OF T I T L E S IN T H E SELECT L I S T S A N D C I R C U L A T I O N 
A T H A M I L T O N C O L L E G E 
used by Shaw was split by Mohrhardt 
into "French" and "Spanish." Second, 
some subject classes such as "Botany" and 
"Zoology" were too small for effective 
separate treatment and similar enough to 
combine readily into larger groups. 
Table I reads as follows: For the en-
tire Shaw List the rate of obsolescence 
is 8.1 per cent. For "Physical Educa-
tion and Hygiene" it is 21.6 per cent. 
This rate is highest in rank of all sub-
ject groups in the Shaw List. In the 
number of titles which comprise it, this 
subject ranks eighteenth. 
T h e rate of 8.1 indicates that in gen-
eral for each year back from the compila-
8.1 per cent of 460 fewer, or 421, in the 
twelve-year-old group. 
These rates may be compared by rank 
but as ratios they cannot be added or 
averaged. 
It is evident that there is substantial 
agreement in (&)) for each subject in the 
three lists. T h e rank: correlation be-
tween the rates for the Shaw List and 
the supplement is + . 5 3 ; between Shaw 
and Mohrhardt, + . 8 4 ; between the 
Shaw supplement and Mohrhardt, + . 6 6 . 
Further detailed analysis reveals no 
direct relationship between the size or 
total number of titles in a subject group 
and its (to) nor between the number of 
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titles in the maximum year and ( w ) . 
T h e rate of obsolescence seems to be 
a property peculiar to each subject and 
not a variable dependent upon some other 
continuous variable. N o other ordinal 
relationship of the respective subject sec-
tions has been found to correlate definite-
Educat ion" and "Chemistry and Pltysics." 
B u t " G e o g r a p h y , " one of the smallest 
groups, has a medium rate. A n d " M a t h e -
matics," " M u s i c , " and "Phi losophy" are 
small groups with l o w rates. 
T h e M o h r h a r d t List, as a whole, is the 
smallest of the three and has the highest 
Sociology History 
D I A G R A M 2 
T H E R A T E OF OBSOLESCENCE 
ly wi th (to) in either the positive or the 
negative. 
T h e r e is a slight tendency for some 
^ larger subjects to have a lower rate. 
Perhaps conversely, a subject having a 
lower rate may have a tendency to ac-
cumulate more titles. T h i s is true in 
" E n g l i s h , " " H i s t o r y , " and " G e n e r a l ; " yet 
" M a t h e m a t i c s , " " M u s i c , " and "Philoso-
p h y " all among the smaller subjects, fa l l 
low in (<o). 
Similarly, small subjects might be small 
because their titles do not long survive, 
i.e., because their rate of obsolescence w a s 
high. T h i s may be the case wi th "Physical 
rate. T h e Shaw supplement is small in 
total but limited to only ten years. T h e 
totals for each of these years are much 
nearer to those of the original S h a w List 
for titles of the same age. 
In some fields, such as "Chemistry and ^ 
Physics," "Psychology ," and " M a t h e m a t -
ics," a large proportion of current research 
is published in professional journals. 
M a n y of the books are either textbooks or 
handbooks and reference books. T h e bear-
ing of this fact on obsolescence is difficult to 
evaluate. F r o m one point of v iew the ^ 
need for current publication is met by 
the journals and the output of new book 
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t it les is consequent ly r e d u c e d . C o n v e r s e -
ly the rapid d e v e l o p m e n t s c h a r a c t e r i z e d 
by the j o u r n a l art ic les m u s t occasion 
f r e q u e n t revisions and changes in text-
books and h a n d b o o k s and should be re-
flected in a h igh rate of obsolescence. 
T h e p r o b l e m of such obsolescence in the 
f ield of technical books has been dra-
m a t i c a l l y stated by T h o m p s o n . 5 
Fluctuations in (to) 
I t is qui te possible that the (to) f o r a 
g i v e n subjec t m i g h t c h a n g e over a span 
of years . T h i s c h a n g e m i g h t be due to 
a g e n e r a l c h a n g e in approach or in 
a n y such changes w i t h i n the l imits of the 
present s tudy . T h e entire process of 
selection f o r a l l three of the lists took 
place w i t h i n e leven years ( 1 9 2 9 - 4 0 ) . 
T h i s period is not l o n g e n o u g h to s h o w 
c lear ly a n y f u n d a m e n t a l changes. 
T h e possibil ity of a g e n e r a l sh i f t in the 
rate d u r i n g the period 1 8 9 0 - 1 9 2 0 is sug-
gested by the y e a r l y totals f o r the S h a w 
and M o h r h a r d t lists and in m a n y subjec t 
sections. I n the process of f i t t i n g the 
s t r a i g h t lines, it w a s f o u n d that near ly 
al l c u r v e s rose above the s t ra ight l ines 
f o r the period of 1900-10. In the suc-
ceeding ten-year period they f e l l b e l o w . 
T A B L E I 
R A T E OF OBSOLESCENCE (CO) IN THE THREE SELECT LISTS 
Shaw '31 Shaw Supplement Mohrhardt 
Subject Section 100 CO Size 100 co Size 100 CO Size 
CO Rank Rank CO Rank Rank CO Rank Rank 
Total 8.1 8.4 9.6 
Physical Education, Health 21 .6 1 18 3 1 -3 j 1 19 16.2 3 17 
Education 15-3 2 10 9-o 11 9 13.2 9 7 
Economics 13.2 3 5 19 .1/ 4 3 15.2 4 5 
Chemistry, Physics 12.9 4 16 23-4 2 9 21 .7 I 14 
Psychology 12.4 5 17 5-5 15 12 17.8 2 15 
Sociology 11 .7 6 9 19.7 3 7 13-7 7 10 
Political Science 10.9 7 8 14.8 6 6 14.5 5 11 
Geography 9.6 8 19 10.7 10 18 13.6 8 18 
Botany, Zoology 7-9 9 13 14-7 7 9 I4.0 6 8 
Religion 7-7 10 12 1.6 18 14.5 9-1 14 12 
History 6.7 1 1 . 5 2 8.2 12 1 9-5 13 2 
Fine Arts 6.7 11 .5 7 14.6 8 11 10.7 11 6 
English 6.5 13 1 4 .1 16 2 8.6 15 1 
General, Astronomy, 
Geology 6-3 14 3 7 - i 14 4 10.9 10 3 
Mathematics 6.0 15 15 i - 5 19 17 6.2 19 19 
Foreign Languages 5-7 16 4 12.8 9 5 6.7 18 4 
Music 4-9 17 14 15.9 5 16 10.7 12 16 
Philosophy 4.2 18 11 3-6 17 14.5 7-4 16.5 13 
Classics 4.0 19 6 7-4 13 13 7-4 16.5 9 
m e t h o d o l o g y in a subjec t or to a sudden 
increase of interest or expansion in the 
f ield. I t has not been possible to isolate 
5 Thompson, J. S. The Technical Book Publisher 
in Wartimes. New York, New York Public Library, 
1942, p. 9-10. 
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T h i s p a t t e r n or c y c l e is a f u n c t i o n of 
c o n t e m p o r a r y condit ions, not of the age 
of the tit les. 
T h e rise m a y be ascribed to a n u m b e r 
of f a c t o r s : ( a ) an increased p r o d u c t i o n 
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of books in the per iod; ( b ) an increased 
proportion of desirable books in the pe-
r i o d ; and ( c ) survival of a larger pro-
portion of these titles because enough 
stronger titles did not appear in the w a r 
years immediately f o l l o w i n g . T h e drop 
may be due to a reverse of these condi-
tions. C e r t a i n l y it w a s not due to drop 
in production alone, for there w a s a 
w e a l t h of publications in history and po-
litical science dur ing the w a r years. I t 
is more l ikely that the very urgency and 
immediacy of these publications in a 
critical period condemned them to short 
l i fe. 
A much larger vo lume of data, cover-
ing a longer span of time, w o u l d be re-
quired to demonstrate conclusively the 
nature and extent of fluctuations in ( o ) 
for given subjects. 
In this connection Sorokin has de-
clared that " p u r e l y quantitative [astro-
nomical] time cannot replace socio-
cultural t ime and is inadequate for a 
study of sociocultural phenomena." 6 A s 
an example he points out that " O n e year 
of existence of a modern social group is 
packed w i t h more numerous and greater 
changes than are f i f ty years of existence 
of some isolated primitive tr ibe." 7 Some 
investigators have studied a similar prob-
lem in the process of forgett ing, where 
the nature and intensity of activities be-
tween the learning period and the reten-
tion test are factors. 
Mortality and Life Expectancy 
F i t t i n g of the exponential equation to 
the data and computation of (co) makes 
possible certain generalizations regarding 
the l i fe expectancy and mortal i ty of books. 
6 Sorokin, P. A. Sociocultural Causality, Space, 
Time. Durham, N.C., Duke University Press, 1943, 
O f course no definite statements can be 
made in terms of individual titles. B u t , 
regarding a given group, predictions can 
be made w i t h the same justification as 
they are in similar situations in l i fe in-
surance and annuities. 
T h e annual mortal i ty rate for any 
given group is expressed by ( to) , or, in 
terms of per cent, ( i o o c o ) . T h e number of 
titles remaining in the group ( y r ) af ter 
the lapse of a time ( t ) is given b y : 
yr = y0(i-o))t 
I t is possible to compute the time re-
quired to reduce the group to any given 
remainder and the average l i fe or l i fe 
expectancy. T h e r e are many applications 
of the exponential equation w h i c h have 
been f u l l y explored by w o r k e r s in other 
fields and they need not be mentioned 
here. Some of the simplest and most 
satisfactory analogies may be found in the 
field of radioactivity and the decay of 
radioactive substances. 
Comparison with Library Holdings 
T h e lists have been generally accepted 
as practical standards for college l ibrary 
collections. B u t no general principles 
w h i c h emerge f rom analysis of these lists 
can be general ly accepted until they are 
compared and tested against actual l ibrary 
situations. T o do this, samples w e r e taken 
f r o m the shelflists of five local libraries 
for four subject sections. T h e results of 
computation are presented in T a b l e 2. L i -
braries B, C , and D have acquired the 
bulk of their collections wi thin the past 
twenty-f ive years. Libraries A and E are 
much older but each has fo l lowed a fa ir ly 
systematic policy of w e e d i n g and discard-
ing. 
A l t h o u g h there is strong agreement be-
tween the libraries and the lists in rela-
tive ranks of the coefficients for each 
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subject , it is ev ident that , in the a g g r e g a t e , 
the coefficients or rates are l o w e r f o r the 
l ibraries than f o r the lists. 
T h e interpretat ion of this d i f ference 
b e t w e e n the l ibraries and the lists de-
pends upon the point of v i e w . A d e f e n d e r 
of the lists m i g h t say that the l ibraries 
have fa i led to add n e w m a t e r i a l r a p i d l y 
e n o u g h or in sufficient q u a n t i t y and h a v e 
fa i led to discard to a g r e a t e n o u g h e x t e n t . 
T A B L E 2 
R A T E S OF O B S O L E S C E N C E IN C O L L E G E L I B R A R I E S 
Library 
Subject 
A B C D E 
Chemistry 
andphysics 4.1 6.1 12.8 12.9 5.7 
Sociology 2.5 11 .0 10.5 10.5 2.1 
History 0.1 3 .1 6.1 5.2 1 .1 
Classics * 1 . 1 6.0 3.0 * 
* Denotes negative results, i.e., a preponderance 
of older material rather than new. 
C o n v e r s e l y , it m a y be said that the li-
braries are success fu l ly m e e t i n g the de-
m a n d s upon t h e m — p r a g m a t i c proof of 
the v a l i d i t y of l o w e r r a t e s — a n d that the 
rates der ived f r o m the lists are too high, 
especial ly f o r the l a r g e r and o lder l i-
braries. I t is obvious that in se lect ing f o r 
a l ist or in b u y i n g f o r a n e w l i b r a r y , 
certa in preferences w i l l accrue to the 
latest publ icat ions. Y e t the balance in 
f a v o r of the n e w m a y be so s l ight that the 
o lder l i b r a r y is n o t o f t e n just i f ied in dis-
c a r d i n g an o lder t i t le it a l r e a d y has f o r 
a n e w one w h i c h m a y be only s l i g h t l y 
better . T h i s m a y w e l l be the s i tuat ion in 
classics in l ibraries A and E , w h e r e a lmost 
no n e w titles h a v e been added in recent 
years and w h e r e the d e m a n d is smal l . 
T h e absolute size of a co l lect ion m a y 
also be a f a c t o r in d e f i n i n g obsolescence. 
F o r one direct ion in w h i c h the scope of 
a co l lect ion m a y be broadened is in greater 
emphasis on the historical b a c k g r o u n d and 
d e v e l o p m e n t of a subject . T h u s there 
is m o r e reason f o r r e t a i n i n g e x a m p l e s of 
books w h i c h have become obsolete f o r 
o r d i n a r y dai ly use. 
T h e t r u t h seems to lie s o m e w h e r e be-
t w e e n the t w o extremes . O n l y a c a r e f u l 
analysis of each i n d i v i d u a l l i b r a r y and 
its f u n c t i o n s w i l l indicate the direct ions 
in w h i c h the emphasis should be. I t is 
essential, h o w e v e r , that the p r o b l e m be 
redef ined and restudied at i n t e r v a l s of 
not m o r e than ten years . A n d the l i-
brar ian m u s t c a m p a i g n ceaselessly against 
the inevi table l a g and inert ia w h i c h , 
coupled w i t h a l l too f r e q u e n t l a c k of 
f u n d s , prevents his a t t a i n i n g the ideal . 
v Logsdon s Study 
F u r t h e r evidence f r o m the point of 
v i e w of compi lers of l ists has been pre-
sented by L o g s d o n . 8 I n his s tudy of in-
s truct ional l i t e r a t u r e of sociology, he 
inc ludes an extensive analysis of obso-
lescence. H i s basic list of t it les w a s 
gathered f r o m r e a d i n g lists in e ighty-e ight 
textbooks. H e describes obsolescence in 
terms of the c i tat ion record of t it les in 
three periods. F r o m his table ( p . 32) a 
rate of obsolescence (<o) has been com-
puted as .148 or 14.8 per cent . T h i s 
w o u l d indicate that interest in the tit les 
he f o u n d listed decl ined n e a r l y 15 per 
cent each y e a r . T h i s is c o m p a r a b l e w i t h 
the rates l isted in T a b l e 1 f o r " S o c i o l o g y , " 
viz.: S h a w , 1 1 . 7 ; supplement , 1 9 . 7 ; 
M o h r h a r d t , 1 3 . 7 . L o g s d o n ' s findings 
thus appear to be in substantia l a g r e e m e n t 
w i t h those a l r e a d y presented. 
« 
8 Logsdon, R. H. The Instructional Literature of 
Sociology and the Administration of College Library 
Book Collections. Chicago, 1942. ioip. Unpub-
lished thesis for Ph.D. 
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Circulation Experience 
T h e rates of obsolescence w h i c h have 
been presented so far have been computed 
on the basis of select lists, approaching 
ideal situations, and actual l ibrary collec-
tions. E v e n actual l ibrary collections 
have something of the ideal about them, 
since they are gathered in anticipation of 
need. A c t u a l experience in the use of 
books is desirable. Such experience is 
the daily l i fe of any busy l ibrary but it is 
seldom recorded. A n important excep-
tion is Stieg's study of circulation at H a m -
ilton Col lege . 9 
In his T a b l e 4 (p. 40) St ieg records the 
imprint dates of titles circulated. A curve 
for the data of 1938-39 has been plotted 
as a part of D i a g r a m 1. T h e strong 
similarity between distribution of imprint 
dates in the three select lists and the 
distribution of imprint dates of titles cir-
culated is apparent. T h e rate of obsoles-
cence (to) may be computed f r o m each 
column in Stieg's table and expressed as 
f o l l o w s : 
F o r 1938-39 5.0 per cent 
F o r 1939-40 4.8 per cent 
F o r 1940-41 4.9 per cent 
A rough mean may be taken at 4.9 f o r 
comparison w i t h 8.1 for the S h a w List 
and 8.4 for the supplement. 
T h e l o w e r rate at H a m i l t o n for circu-
lation may be accounted foi* in part by 
several circumstances. First , the collec-
tion ( " a b o u t 190,000 v o l u m e s " ) is much 
larger than the lists and perforce must 
contain more older material . Second, the 
instructional program of the college may 
be planned to take advantage of greater 
resources by provision for use of older 
9 Stieg, Lewis. " A Technique for Evaluating the 
College Library Book Collection." Library Quarterly 
13:34-44, January 1943. 
materials beyond that contemplated by the 
compilers of the select lists. T h e s e com-
pilers made v ir tual ly no provision (less 
than 0.2 per cent) for titles published 
prior to 1850, w h i l e at H a m i l t o n 1 .24 per 
cent of the circulation w a s in titles pub-
lished prior to 1850, inc luding even seven-
teenth and sixteenth century titles. Some 
of the older titles may have been w i t h -
d r a w n because of interest in their physical 
f o r m rather than for ordinary reading or 
reference use. O n the other hand, these 
rates are closer to those derived f r o m 
checking of the five l ibrary collections, as 
shown in T a b l e 2. 
Suggestions for Further Study 
T h e w r i t e r is conscious of h a v i n g 
scratched only the surface of one corner 
of a vast field. H e hopes that he has 
turned up a f e w useful ideas and facts. 
I t seems w o r t h w h i l e to list some of the 
possibilities for f u t u r e research and practi-
cal application. M u c h of the practical 
application must awai t fur ther research in 
clarification and standardization of many 
phases. 
T h e coefficients of obsolescence pre-
sented here are by no means final. T h e i r 
computation has been presented in support 
and i l lustration of the method. I t remains 
to standardize them by application to 
large groups of libraries and by fur ther 
study. 
W h a t happens w h e n a l ibrary does not 
discard old books is itself a problem for 
fur ther study. B y w h a t curve or l a w the 
g r o w t h of libraries takes place and w h a t 
may be expected in the future , are open 
questions. 
Analysis of Collections 
T h e w r i t e r believes that a p o w e r f u l 
tool can be built f o r the analysis of book 
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collections. H e r e t o f o r e libraries have 
been compared w i t h respect to size of their 
collections and annual additions or w i t h 
respect to their holdings of specific titles. 
N o w it should be possible to evaluate in 
quantitative terms at least one factor in 
the qual i ty of collections. 
T h e extent to w h i c h the ( w ) computed 
for a given l ibrary may differ f r o m a 
general ly accepted standard may be taken 
as an object ive indication of its deviation 
f r o m the norm. I t must be remembered, 
however , that such figures as may be de-
rived are no substitute f o r special ex-
pressed purposes or policies of a given 
l ibrary. If a l ibrary chooses to be dif-
ferent and has good reasons, therein lies 
the justif ication for deviation. B u t the 
deviation can still be measured. 
Comparison of the ((o) for a given sub-
ject or collection in a l ibrary w i t h a 
general ly accepted standard can be the 
basis for an evaluation or for corrective 
action. F o r example, if in a study of 
its collection of sociology a college l ibrary 
finds an (to) of .01 whereas the general ly 
approved figure for comparable libraries 
is at least .08, there is an obvious devia-
tion f r o m the norm. T h e cause for this 
deviation may be that ( a ) the l ibrary is 
not adding n e w books in sufficient quan-
tities and ( b ) that it is not discarding 
older material . If the general ly accepted 
( y 0 ) for sociology is f o r t y titles w i t h i n 
five years {i.e., the m a x i m u m point on the 
curve as described) and the l ibrary has 
only t w e n t y titles at m a x i m u m , then at 
least part of the difficulty is evident. I t is 
fa i lure to add sufficient n e w material each 
year. 
B u t if the l ibrary has been adding an 
average of for ty titles per year, the slight 
slope of the curve is due to fa i lure to dis-
card older materials. T h i s fa i lure may 
be examined in the l ight of the purposes 
of the l ibrary. I f there is a deliberate 
policy of retaining otherwise obsolete ma-
terial for some definite purpose, no fur ther 
justif ication is needed. B u t it must be 
remembered that the costs of housing and 
car ing for the older material can legiti-
mately be chargeable only to this special 
use. 
Administrative Problems 
N e w l ight on many administrative 
problems in the gather ing and maintenance 
of l ibrary collections can be cast by com-
putations f r o m the exponential f o r m u l a 
or by simple graphic i l lustration. 
A n offer of a large g i f t of older ma-
terial can be weighed w i t h regard to w h a t 
it w i l l do to the present distribution of a 
l ibrary . I t might fill in a gap le f t in the 
past but, more l ikely, it w i l l increase the 
proportion of obsolescent material . A n d , 
if the l ibrary is to maintain the same 
standards in the future , the pace of add-
ing n e w books and discarding old ones 
w i l l have to be accelerated. 
F o r the college l ibrary faced w i t h the 
necessity of storing or setting aside the 
lesser-used portions of its collections, as 
suggested by many and practiced by f e w , 
the f o r m u l a and rates may be used in 
p lanning w h a t to segregate and in estimat-
ing the demand for segregated material . 
A s s u m i n g an (<o) of .05 for an entire 
collection, as suggested by the experience 
at H a m i l t o n Col lege , the hal f- l i fe w i l l be 
approximately fourteen years. T h a t is, 
half of the useful collection w i l l be in 
titles fourteen years old or less. L ikewise , 
three-fourths of the demand w i l l be for 
books less than twenty-eight years old or 
certainly less than thirty years old. T h e 
average l i fe or l i fe expectancy w o u l d be 
about t w e n t y years. 
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T i t l e s over thirty years old in many 
college libraries comprise at least half 
of the collection. B u t only a small pro-
portion are in active or potential demand, 
probably not more than 10 per cent. T h u s 
50 plus 10 per cent, or 60 per cent of 
the collection, may account for 90 to 95 
per cent of the demand or circulation. 
Because the remaining 40 per cent w o u l d 
be used so little, these volumes might be 
removed to a less accessible place of storage 
w i t h very l itt le inconvenience. O r they 
might be removed f r o m service entirely 
w i t h a loss of only 5 to 10 per cent of the 
total use of the l ibrary. 
T h i s loss of use w o u l d certainly be 
/ counterbalanced by a corresponding in-
crease in efficiency in the use of the l ive 
material retained. 
W i t h i n a l ibrary it may be desirable to 
compare several sections, w i t h a v i e w to 
determining relative need for book funds. 1 0 
In budget ing departmental purchases it is 
important to k n o w approximately h o w 
many titles are required each year in 
each subject and to k n o w that replace-
ments in such fields as classics are needed 
less urgent ly than in certain of the 
sciences. Conversely , the professor of 
classics may claim that money is more 
wisely spent on books w i t h longer l i fe 
expectancy. 
O n e of the least explored areas of cost 
accounting is that for public and semi-
10 Coney, Donald. " A n .Experimental Index for Ap-
portioning Departmental Book Funds for a Univer-
sity Library." Library Quarterly 12:422-28, July 
1942. 
public nonprofit institutions. U n d e r -
standing and statement of the rate of 
obsolescence of l ibrary book collections in 
financial terms w o u l d be an important 
contribution t o w a r d the solution of this 
problem. Such information should also 
provide a useful lever in annual budget 
requests. T h e l ibrarian can readily dem-
onstrate h o w many titles must be pur-
chased annual ly to keep his collection up 
to the standards set for it. 
T h e publisher has other phases of the 
accounting problem. H e must decide 
w h e n to dispose of unsold inventories 
of older books. H i s editors must decide 
w h e n a book needs to be revised or even 
w h e n a n e w book is needed in a given 
field. Some help in these problems should 
come f r o m knowledge of the rates of 
obsolescence for various types of book. 
A m o n g the more general problems to 
the solution of which this study may make 
some contribution is that of the general 
rate of cultural evolution. Books repre-
sent one of the higher forms of culture 
and the rate at w h i c h they are discarded 
and replaced may give some suggestion 
as to the rate of evolution of the general 
culture of w h i c h they f o r m a part. Per-
haps some f u t u r e investigator w i t h the 
means and spirit may find it possible to 
compare various culture groups in speed 
of evolution by study of their books. O n e 
might compare some of the relatively 
stable and permanent O r i e n t a l groups 
w i t h the relatively dynamic state in E u -
rope and A m e r i c a . 
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